“Can I use this for my paper?”

Tips for helping students get what they need for their papers.

-- Sheila Kasperek --

Clearly specify what they can and cannot use. For example:

You need to use (peer-reviewed) journals available through the library databases.  – Have them turn in the citations from the database to prove that if you must.

You can use any article available from the library, library databases, or online government publications.

You need to find articles using the library databases and you must include at least one newspaper article.

Be wary of using terms like periodicals or serial. Use words students know: journals, magazines, newspapers. If you want to use a term like periodical, be sure you tell them what you mean in detail.

Peer-reviewed and scholarly are terms that make sense for journals, but really confusing when applied to books. Instead describe what you are looking for:

All books that you use for this assignment must have a bibliography listing the sources the author used to research the book. You can even use that bibliography to locate more sources for your paper. 

Allow the use of the internet in limited amounts. This way, students won’t be in the position of not being able to use a good source because they have reached the limit. For example:

No more than 25% of your resources may come from the internet. Sources available from the library databases do not count as ‘internet resources’.

Require justification of resources, rather than limiting them by type. You may have students who wish to use resources that you would normally deem inappropriate. Have them make the case for inclusion or for a formal evaluation. For example:

You may use any source for this paper. If you choose to use any source that is not available from the library or through library databases, you must include in your paper a justification for the use of the resource in the paper. This justification might include information about the author, publisher, or organization, but you must make the case for the inclusion of the resource.

If you must limit to specific titles: This can be tricky though as you will invariably have students researching topics for which the journal(s) you selected are not appropriate. This is more frustrating for the students. The limited journal approach might be valuable for projects like:

Browse this journal (make sure we actually have the journal!) and review one article.

Search this journal for topics that you might do your paper on. Report back on the number, quality, and availability of your results and tell me the search you used.  This lets them explore what is available (including if it is available at MU) and lets you know if they are not looking in the right place, using the right approach, or might have difficulty finding materials.

Most of all, if you are restricting internet resources, be sure to clearly state what you mean. Do you mean to keep students from online library databases and full text and from online government publications? Be clear about what you are restricting.
